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Abstract
Living in a “time lapse” is what I could say about my
experience of belonging to a place like the United
Arab Emirates. The compression of time and expansion of space is intensely surreal. This idea leads
my process to a series of investigations about the
geological and cultural tectonics of the space, where
I explore the conflicts between natural landscape and
architecture. The urban surroundings are precarious:
even monumental and unrelenting structures can
change in a matter of days. This urban phenomena is
commonly known as “mega structures” where nothing is impossible to build; buildings can be finished
in double compressed time. This non-traditional
spatial spectacle inspires my visual observation and
guides me to express a contemporary poetic state
of mind. In my thesis I question the visual analogy
between the transfiguration of space and the optical
notion of the after image, through what lingers from
my personal memories, and how fast, ephemeral,
and irreversible this experience is. Through my art
practice I try to convey those ideas by experimenting
with light and moving images as well as constructing
structures and creating dimensions for surfaces.
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I was there!
I mean, I was born in 1988 and I kind of
have witnessed this urbanization of this
highway!
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I was there and very young when this highway was almost empty, and now over 85 skyscrapers
line the same highway. I grew up passing through the
Emirates, witnessing the drastic changes of a 45-yearold country. As a 28-year-old local citizen, I was
and still am building these intimate moments with a
space that is filled with bulldozers, neon helmets and
suits, and concrete, while listening to the drilling,
digging, and hammering noises that form the melody
of the orchestral symphony called construction.
Back in the 19th century, an early explorer described
the place as a “small insignificant fishing village.”1
That description remained valid for a long time, and
the local economy depended on fishing, pearl diving,
and some small-scale trading. This situation lasted
till the 1950s when oil was discovered. Since then,
the area has undergone rapid economic development
as well as social change, where the political system
has expanded from tribal alliances to Trucial States
and eventually a United Emirates in 1971.

1.(Burdett, 2000)
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Mountains,
the bigest
& most
permanent
structure
ever!
Or it was! to be honest, I am not sure
any more.

14

booklet 1 asma- thesis.indd 14

5/16/17 2:46 PM

My memory of the mountains is always kept
at a distance. I remember the moments when I was in
my dad’s car, peeking out of the windows. The mountain moves either from left to right or vice versa, it
depends on which way on the lumpy road we are
heading. My eyes during those moments seem very
deceived. Consciously, I say Mountains are the first
thing I imagine when I hear the words “permanent,”
“stable,” or “solid.” But then my memory is integrated
with the horizontal car motion that contains strips
of natural colors, multiple flat layers, and gradients
of transparency. It is a very minimal composition
that has a sense of isolation and dislocation from that
particular time and space.
The Mountain is indeed the most permanent place
you can ever see, but it also has a way of making the
passing motion of the car so tranquil. It is a performative space.
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What is a
building?
familiar alians!
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My definition of the building:
multiplication of solid cubical growth.
Expansion of light strips.
Leading the viewer to see from specific angles and
with very limited perspective.
Thousands and thousands of windows defined by
sharp contrasting forms.
Windows that perhaps should refer to domesticity?
Or history?
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What is a
mountain?

Natural architecture!
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My definition of mountains:
organic sculpture,
unpredictable structural forms;
a place with accessible floor plans except it has
ambiguous entrances and exits;
the highest solid scale you have ever seen.
It is a different kind of architecture, a historic one.

23

booklet 1 asma- thesis.indd 23

5/16/17 2:46 PM

24

booklet 1 asma- thesis.indd 24

5/16/17 2:46 PM

25

booklet 1 asma- thesis.indd 25

5/16/17 2:46 PM

Is a building
alive?
I think they are trying to be us
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They are invading the area with their fast existence,
like Richard Serra’s minimal sculptures that interrupt the viewers’ daily routines in ways that are not
necessarily universally welcomed. Nevertheless,
that sudden existence has brought new definitions
of beauty. That form of beauty starts with functional
requirements, measurements, dimensions, and a
rational rhythm. It is fair to say that the buildings
have not destroyed or taken the place of existing
structures, and they did not cause any harm. They
accumulate and proliferate following a grid system.
Somehow, their styles are inspired by their surroundings, nature, so they can merge and adjust to the
situation and mimic the visible, because they know
that they are making a big change but don’t want to
appear to be the change.
Peter Zumthor is an architect who wants to design
a building that, in time, grows naturally into being
part of the form and history of its place. He lives
in Graubünden in a farming village surrounded
by mountains. He sometimes wonders if the place
where he lives influences his work. Like most of the
architects whose architecture somehow mimics nature so it has a familiar and memorable relationship
to the space, Zumthor states: “Buildings appear to be
anchored firmly in the ground. They give the impression of being a self-evident part of their surroundings and they seem to be saying ‘I am as you see me
and I belong here’.”2

2 (Zumthor, 2006)
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Is a
mountain
alive?
No, but it does makes us alive.
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Despite the minimal and unnoticed activities
of the mountain structure, it is full of movements: a
gestural movement that is curated by the wind and
water. Fragmented narratives exist on the surface of
the rocks. The texture has traces of life. It is interesting how the builders of monuments try to mimic
the solid features of mountains. It always makes
me think that the idea of monuments came from
mountains. Not just because the mountain is rough,
coherent, and unbreakable, but also because it has
a permanent existence. In ancient civilizations the
architecture somehow represents the features of the
mountains because it holds a symbolic statement of
power through scale, material, and complexity. Those
thoughts still exist in our time.

31
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Interview
with
buildings

32

booklet 1 asma- thesis.indd 32

5/16/17 2:47 PM

Growing up passing construction in my
father’s car each weekend, I used to compare the
ages of siblings with the buildings. Who is older? I
mean, they are at the same age as me! Most of them
are in my generation, but there are few that are in my
mother’s generation. The young ones are the tallest
and the smartest, like my younger sisters who can
teach me new things about technology everyday.
Watching the buildings next to each other makes
me think about conducting an interview with them.
I want to analyze their behavior. Do they share a
secret language? Or do they just try to communicate through light and reflection? How old are they?
And do they compete to show off their appearance
by blocking each other’s view? Do they like creating
shadows or is it just a way of teasing one another?
What do they feel when they see a new construction
site? What about their feelings toward us? Are we the
enemy? The sponsor? Or the companions?

33
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Interview
with
mountains
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I know that if having an interview with
mountains is possible, the mountains would say
powerful poems and lyrical sentences with solid
meanings. We would hear a creative sound piece
from their natural echo, and symbolic stories full
of wisdom. With their heavy accents, I might not
understand their ancient language.
I want to ask the mountains:
What do they think about the notion of time? Are
their structures meant to be deceiving? Are the distant mountains meant to seem far away and small?
Do they understand that everything else is fragile ?
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Irreversible
view?
Yes, surreal and yet , so real.
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The development projects are beyond extraordinary, and they get a great amount of attention
from around the world. Abnormal tower heights,
man-made Islands or canals that are constructed and
finished in less than a year. I start to question my
memory: do I still remember what this space used
to look like? Or should I observe the city on a daily
basis before it changes? Really! It might transform
the next day.
The transformation of space in such a short time has
created an illusionary stimulation for my memory.
It is a similar experience to that of the “After Image,”
ephemeral, fast, and surreal. Passing by high skyscrapers on a hot sunny day makes me feel the density and the complexity of the architecture. Solid facades, sharp edged shadows, and reflective windows.
All can create a live show of visual manipulation.
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Will
mountains
be
monuments?
Hmm..
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Next to the crowded industrial spectacle,
the natural landscape has still kept its emptiness.
Magnificent dunes on the edge of the Empty Quarter desert, and craggy, awe-inspiring wadi or valleys
in the northeast part of the UAE bordering Oman.
These are the desirable destinations in the UAE that
people seek to evoke their memory of the magical
silence that can only be interrupted by the whisper of
shifting dunes rolling towards the Empty Quarter. Or
the echo of the walking steps on valley rocks.
The experience of being there is intimate and familiar. Walking there is like visiting a monumental
space, like Robert Smithson’s way of looking at things
in his 1967 writing “A Tour of the Monuments of
Passaic New Jersey.” He describes the landscape as
if he is “walking on an enormous photograph that
was made of wood and steel, and underneath the
river existed as an enormous movie film that showed
nothing but a continuous blank.”3
I see the current dichotomized space of the UAE has
not reached the abandoned urban decay that Smithson analyses, and in the constant change itself, the
possibility of a better future awaits.

3(Smithson)
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How hard
is it to build
on the
desert?
Apparently, it is impossible.
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It is a massive challenge to keep skyscrapers
standing on a platform containing soft desert sand.
Sheikh Zayed Road in Dubai is lined with more than
85 skyscrapers that weigh a quarter of a million tons.4
This large amount of weight load requires a solid
foundation that must be strong enough to keep those
skyscrapers safe from falling. Usually, there has to be
a solid base underneath the land before any foundations for building projects can be laid. The right
term for that is called bedrock, which means: “a solid
unbreakable layer under the soil.”5In Dubai’s case,
the solid rocks or the bedrock is 40 meters under the
surface.
So basically the engineers cannot do any building
project without drilling a series of 40-meter-deep
holes, then filling them with steel cages and concrete
to eventually create around 250 foundation piles for
one building alone.6
Compared with Dubai, in most other cities in the
world, the bedrock distance from the surface is
significantly less. Approximately ten piles are what a
building in Manhattan requires.6
Engineer Naser Naser, who is the general manager of
DAMAC Burjside Boulevard building project, said,
while standing on a solid concrete floor at the the
Burjside project surrounded by 250 piles’ crowns, “if
you can visualize it and just look at the ground, you
will be looking at a concrete jungle!”6
4(Williams, 2012)
5(dictionary.com, 2016)
6 (Williams, 2012)
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What was
there before?
A timeline of the United Arab Emirates

2000 BC

15th Century
The area was a part of the
“Historic Oman” in the
Arabian gulf, which was
considered an important
trading center 7

Trading activities were
mentioned in classical
and Mesopotamian
documents.
Back then the area was
a part of a place called
“Magan” 7

The Trucial states united
and established the United
Arab Emirates 8

1971

7 (Alsheshtawy, 2010)
8(Hawley, 1970)
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18th Century

Series of tribal
migration and
settlement in
Historic Oman 8

1500 to
1750

Prorogues colonized
the Arabian gulf area7

1819

The British colonized Historic
Oman8

1820

The British signed
a series of treaties
with a few select
Sheiks (tribal leaders)8

1920

Historic Oman
divided into Oman
and the Trucial
states 8

1950s
Oil was discovered8
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How fast
was that?
Travel writings and press documentation
of the area before and after the
establishment of the UAE.

46

booklet 1 asma- thesis.indd 46

5/16/17 2:47 PM

1949

“We approached a small Arab town on an open beach;
it was as drab and tumble-down as AbuDhabi, but infinitely more squalid, for it was littered with discarded
rubbish which had been mass-produced elsewhere.”9

1950

“Dubai had extensive quarters of palm houses, but
also had wide areas of more solid buildings, many of
them two and few three storeys high and most of them
in good repair, surmounted by handsome wind twoers
in the Persian style. Heap of coral for further building
stood along the shore drying out.”10

1961

“The bazaar under a thatched roof, the fish market by
the shore , the tall buildigs shading three – foot-wide
street.” 11

9(Thesiger, 1959)
10 (Lienhardt, 2001)
11(Alsheshtawy, 2010)
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1969

“Dubai has the potential of becoming the Beirut of the
gulf. It had three luxury hotels when one still had to
drive across sand to get to them and, when I first went
three years ago, a most daring innovation for a strict
Muslim community had been made – a Jazz band was
playing for dancers at one hotel.” 12

1975

Tolerant of all comers the resident of Dubai blinks,
eye on Burns’ night as the sound of bagpipes rises
about Jumeirah from the Caledonian Society chieftain’s
house. All manner of clubs and societies, three English
–language libraries, church services of a small Asian
denominations, hotels, restaurants, shops, theater, international trade exhibitions and fairs, teeming dhows
and suks, the muezzins and baggy-trousered Baluch
keep this melting pot on the boil.13

12(The Economist , 2007)
13(Reuters, 2007)
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What
happend
to them
when it
happened?
The UAE after oil discovery.
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Everybody in the UAE shares the experience of sudden immersion in architectural
making, which is inextricably associated with
the culture. The citizens now live in a modern
and dynamic state but they still hold the history and the heritage of the same place, because
this change is very recent. In other words, the
past still haunts the present. Some people find
it intriguing that the society of the UAE is still
preserving the cultural and historical memories
of the place despite the massive development.
We are still a conservative society, we still wear
traditional clothes and practice the old rituals,
and we still treasure family gatherings. However,
we use up-to-date technologies, manage massive
and remarkable building projects, and receive
high levels of education when people in our
grandparents’ generation are mostly illiterate.
This confrontation of these intangible traditions
and beliefs exist in the same people who are
participating in the developments of the 21st
century .
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Arabic
Captions?
translation of Emirati press about the
UAE before and after union.
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Dubai 1960

A bicycle and underpants! Two girls from Dubai
on a bike, and the underpants are showing.14

14(Rashid,1988)
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Dubai 1966

Contradiction in Dubai. Modern car besides a
woman carrying a jar of water.14

14(Rashid,1988)
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RasAl Khaimah 1968

Vitamin deficiency causes most of the diseases
in the area. In this picture, Dr. Majdi Mohammed Nasif, the doctor of Kuwait hospital in
Rhas Al Khaimah, is checking on a patient’s
throat. Our regards to the only Arabic doctor
in this remote area.14

booklet 1 asma- thesis.indd 55

5/16/17 2:47 PM

Abu Dhabi 1968

The most beautiful performance we have
witnessed. It was on the second anniversary of
the coronation of Abu Dhabi’s ruler. During the
parade, the bulldozers marched and were surrounded by the audience’s applause.14

14(Rashid,1988)
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Sharjah 1970

Sharjah 1980
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14(Rashid,1988)
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To the Left: ten
years has passed
between our taking
of those two pictures.
It’s the same tree,
the Rola tree, the
most famous tree in
Oman coast. People
used to come to rest
in its shade. While
today the “country’s
tree” is located at the
corner of Auroba
and Zayed streets
where the traffic is
crowded. The poets
are no longer taking
their inspirations
from the tree. It is
the age of development. 14
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Abu Dhabi 1976
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14(Rashid,1988)
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This girl combines the old
and the new with her traditional dress and the modern
instrument of accordion. It
is the traditions that cannot
be forgotten despite all the
development.14

61
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To the right:Few
years ago, this area
was a desert, and it
has been transformed
to a public park. It
is the lungs of the
modern Sharjah
city.14

62

14(Rashid,1988)
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Sharjah 1980
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Afterimage
of buildings
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Optical, individual experience, short duration, color
change, spectacle, integrated with memory, associated with light: Those are features that both experiences--the after image experience and the UAE’s massive
development--share. Aside the scientific facts of the
experience of an after image it also expresses what
visually remains after capturing a certain image.
Before and after images of the UAE are endless on
web browsers and the dates between those comparing images are not that far apart. The duration of
the after image is definitely metaphorically like the
duration of the before and after images. And what
remains visually are not just the pictures but also our
individual visual memories of the space; what we see
now and what we remember of what this place used
to be few years ago. My personal after image is what
remains from both scenes of the buildings and the
mountains.
Light is considered one of the main elements that
determines the optical results of the after image. Not
only because the light defines color, but because the
experience of the light exposure is associated with
sun and hot weather in the region. The light source
is so strong, nothing will stop it, the surroundings
are full of a beige Naples yellow sand that makes
the light even stronger. So when skyscrapers developed, the shiny window glass reflected the light and
distorted with textures and shapes of its surroundings. Shiny windows like shiny after image shapes, a
gestural abstraction of light.

65
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After image
& memory
The after image is a type of optical illusion. It is
something real that happens to us on a daily basis,
and we rarely notice optical changes that fast. According to the Dictionary of Optometry and Visual
Science, the definition of the after image is a “visual
sensation persisting after the original stimulus has
been removed. If observed in darkness following
stimulation by a high intensity, brief duration light
source”15. There are seven main types of after images,
and they are defined according to the outcome of the
optical experience. Each one has a different scientific explanation that mostly relates to light exposure,
color, the optical nerves, and optic theories. It is all
about what your brain still sees as a result of exposure to light.15

66

15(Millodot, 2009)
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What I have been experimenting with in this scientific concept is mainly one type of the after image, the
positive after image. After looking at a bright object
or surface, you close your eyes and the after images
you see appears to be bright like the object or the
surface. After opening your eyes, the background of
the after image will be black or just a dark color. Scientifically it is caused by a persistent signal from the
visual system, which continues for a little while after
the retina has been exposed to light.16 In my case,
for instance, the daylight and the skyline of the city
will appear in my after image as yellow spots with a
dark brown background. What is happening is when
light shines on the retina, chemical and electrical
signals are sent to the brain, providing the basis for
our sense of vision. When the light is turned off, the
brain continues to receive signals from the retina
while the processes that produce these signals shut
down, as the signals already produced complete their
journey to the brain16.
When I close my eyes, I see the after image of the
city. There are some black spots where the windows
should be, because some windows have shading
systems that make them darker or their colors are
simply different.

16(Shimojo, 2001)
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Their after
image
An Experiment with people of the UAE
about their after image of buildings

.

68
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I wanted to discover if Emirati people now notice
the after image of the city by interviewing them and
asking them to do an after image experiment. No
specific reason for that, but this might be a useful
way to get visual and metaphorical inspiration for my
work through knowing their way of describing the
after image. Interviewing is necessary also because
that the after image, as an individual experience, is
still undocumentable: even now we are not able to
take a photo of it.
The after image experiment was about asking people to stare at buildings for two minutes, preferably during the day, noticing how their immediate
surroundings became darker. After that, the subjects
closed their eyes and tried to capture the after image
and then attempted to draw it. They were also asked
to describe the colors and shapes they saw.
If a time machine could take me back to the 1900’s,
and I could have asked people to do this experiment,
I can imagine how different their after images would
have been. Maybe less complex shapes, and probably
with different color results.

69
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Interview 1

Describe the last time you have experienced the after
image effect, where, what time, what was it.

What was the color of the negative shapes you saw?

Can you imagine if that shape was a material , what
would it be ?

70
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Every day, when I come back home from work at
4pm. When I am on my way walking towards the
entrance door. Instantly, I am exposed to the sun
for at least a minute. Then when I enter my house, I
see nothing but black color, with abstract shapes. I
think it comes from the house door or my car. I am
not really sure. And by the way, I call that experience
“negative exposure.”

Not sure. I think it was orange or yellow. And I
also remember there were some small round shapes
floating around. I thought that I was about to faint
that day.

I think it would be a light, not a tangible thing.17

17(Bawazeer F. , 2017)
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Interview 2

Describe the last time you have experienced the after
image effect, where, what time, what was it.

What was the color of the negative shapes you saw?

Can you imagine if that shape was a material, what
would it be ?

72
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I was having a brunch with friends at Madinat
Jumerah, where we decided to set out side because
the weather was nice. We were surrounded by the
wind towers, which look like the old Emirati architecture. After a while we decided to change the table
because it was too sunny. we went inside, and here
where I have noticed the after image experience of
the wind towers.

I remember the rectangle shapes of the wind towers
but in black and the windows in black. I think that
was the afterimage.

It was like a flash, maybe a very light and shiny
paper!18

18(AlHajri, 2017)
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Interview 3

Describe the last time you have experienced the after
image effect, where, what time, what was it.

What was the color of the negative shapes you saw?

Can you imagine if that shape was a material, what
would it be ?

74
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I was at work and left for a coffee break around
10am. When I came back I had hard time finding
a packing, I finally found one but it was really far
from the building. When I was walking toward the
building there was a truck parked to load something.
the truck and the glass façade of the building was the
image that I saw when my eyes blinked.

It was black or brown grids and the silhouette of the
truck .

A glass shades19

19(Bawazeer, 2017)
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Experiment 1

Stare at the buildings for two minutes till you notice
how your surroundings becoms darker.
Close your eyes and try to draw your after image.
Describe the colors you saw.

Black and sandy blue.20

76

20(Ali, 2017)
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Experiment 2

Stare at the buildings for two minutes till you notice
how your surroundings becoms darker.
Close your eyes and try to draw your after image.
Describe the colors you saw.

Yellow, black & light blue. 21

21(Alkhiali, 2017)
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Experiment 3

Stare at the buildings for two minutes till you notice
how your surroundings becoms darker.
Close your eyes and try to draw your after image.
Describe the colors you saw.

White, blue & black.22

80

22(Almulla, 2017)

booklet 1 asma- thesis.indd 80

5/16/17 2:47 PM

81

booklet 1 asma- thesis.indd 81

5/16/17 2:47 PM

Process
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motion, space, white, draw, composition, dimension, paint, perspetive, urben space, poetry, print,
repeat, reflection,buildings,illusive, cut, stick, foam board,
trace, layers, mountians, scan,
landscape, solid, pattern, illustration, memory, light, photoshop,
grids, windows, geometry, color,
clean, transform, pointcorre,
paper, shadow, pleats , projection
600 lum, 10 feet wall, gouache,
rhinoceros, fabric, installation,
site specific, sew, after effect, print
making, scale, sculpture, sound,
acrylic, texture, theater, loud,
fabric structure, transparent, clipping mask , coffee.
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